As an irony-laden reprise of big-character poster culture, Wu Shanzhuan's 'Red Humor' could only convey an overall and absurdist sense of the big-character posters that played such a crucial role in the culture and politics of China's Cultural Revolution era (c. 1964-1978). In the bapo ('eight fragments' bricolage of the late-Qing era) style of his installation ( Figure 3 ), a simple quotation of verbal extremism and abuse, Wu Shanzhuan offered a momentary reflection on the word, image, the wall and the maelstrom of the revolutionary excess and verbal outpourings of the period. But in so doing he also reduced what was a complex and unique medium-one that allowed for the articulation of vastly different views and rhetorical effects-to something akin to cultural wallpaper. Since the 1980s, Wu has had many emulators and 'avant-garde successors.' Reconsiderations and manipulations of the word in the logocentric political culture of China respond to the abiding power of the written and the formulaic (tifa ) in that environment, and they feed off the allure of dissent and the opportunities provided by the art market to reaffirm the aura of that which they would challenge. 
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and power has always lurked a more existential quest, one that enlivens the realm of ideas and art in complex and contradictory ways: the search for meaning and ways to express that search-be it through the written, or visual, or in the overlapping nexus of the two.
For the Chinese world, the past is not a foreign country; many of the major issues related to ideas and culture, thought and history remain on the agenda of political and social change today. The issues at the heart of China's revolutionary century-social justice, political participation, basic freedoms, material welfare, national strength-have valence far beyond the country's borders. In an era of a global China, one in which economics and trade, political behaviour and cultural ambition now enjoy an embracing reach, the continued discussion and understanding of historical moments in that country's modern era are relevant in new ways.
Even in the late-nineteenth century the Chinese character and the written language were finding their way into art, albeit commercial Treaty Port art. The most noteworthy genre was that of 'Eight Fragments' (bapo ) art. These works were produced by anonymous PORTAL, vol. 9, no. 3, November 2012. 5
artists ( Figure 4 ). They feature texts-including Chinese characters and Manchu, epigraphy and calligraphy-in a strewn, cut-up constellation. Generally framed as traditional Chinese scholar-artists scrolls, they are a particular form of early modern or late-traditional art. Eight Fragments art appeared in the latter decades of China's last imperial dynasty, from roughly the 1870s. As the art historian and bapo expert Nancy
Berliner has said of this kind of Sino-bricolage avant la lettre, such works were made as paintings as well as being featured as designs on porcelain and various objects (Berliner 1992: 61, 62, 63) . The creation of that liminal world, one that existed between the Chinese literary hinterland and the Treaty Ports that saw the creation of bapo works was centred on the entrepôt of Shanghai. They reflect also the fractured written world of China's late tradition through artistic reinvention. Bapo works were produced with greater frequency in the declining years of the Qing dynasty in the late-nineteenth century and then following the 1911 Xinhai Revolution. In a world in which canonical texts-the Confucian classics that had defined the Chinese world, political power, social elites and the cultural landscape for over a millenniumwere in tatters, these works reflected the riven reality of their times.
When an earlier version of this paper was presented at the conference 'Word & Image,
East & West,' our venue was at the Art Gallery of New South Wales, Sydney Australia.
At the time the gallery was holding an exhibition entitled 'The Mad Square: Modernity in PORTAL, vol. 9, no. 3, November 2012. 6
German Art, 1910-37 . ' The show featured one work that also appears in the promotional materials for the show by Ludwig Meidner . Begun by the artist in the first year of China's Republic, 1912, Meidner's 'Apocalyptic Landscapes' would later be celebrated for their prophetic vision not only of the chaotic modern city but also of Germany reduced to rubble in war, one that would visit destruction from the air on the cities of that country during the last years of WWII ( Figure 5 ).
The cultural and architectural critic of The Sydney Morning Herald, Elizabeth Farrelly, had the following to say of the exhibition:
The Mad Square's rooms lead you into hell, hold you down and tickle you until your tears curdle into laughter … But The Mad Square is more than that. Much more. It's about seeing. Really-frankly, fearlesslyseeing. forced relocation is a battle. We have been entertained into fearlessness; there is naught, neither straight nor bent. Wanton arrogance is undone by its own machines of destruction). I will return to the idea of 'demolition'-chai -a word that in Chinese is deconstructive in its very nature. For not only is the character chai scrawled on walls and buildings to mark sites destined for demolition; it is also the word used to describe the act of making something understood as well as the act of disaggregating a Chinese character, either in written or verbal form, and explicating it or reordering it. To chai zi is to dismember a character, to reduce it to its component parts, to open it for redeployment, reinterpretation and re-imaging, be that as a new word, concept or possibility.
An elite art in the service of politics
Learning how characters are put together, about their constituent parts, those elements that have meaning in and of themselves, those that are pictographic in some real or abstract way, or those that have some phonetic significance is a fundamental part of the acquisition of an understanding of how Chinese works as a language, a writing system and a world of Calligraphic work written for private display and the appreciation of connoisseurs has a venerable tradition in China (Ledderose 1970; Murck and Fong 1991) . For over a century street politics saw calligraphy used as a cheap, convenient and popular means for communicating slogans, short messages and otherwise banned ideas. Anonymous protest, calls to arms, revelations, exhortations and denunciations could all be written up using the traditional brush, ink and paper and posted with facility on walls in cities, towns or even villages. These slogans and exhortations could act as a form of public outcry; they were posted outside government offices; they could give expression to interrogations on the doors of publishers, direct accusations at miscreants, appeal for justice to the courts or the police, or just give voice, in written form, to personal grievances.
The political scientist Richard Kraus has noted: 'The reconstitution of the bond between art and politics is encapsulated in the transformation of calligraphy from a private to a public art. Calligraphy in the People's Republic [of China] publicizes relationships that were conventionally private by using an art that was traditionally personal ' (1991: 169) .
Kraus goes on to comment on how cultural and political authority were expressed by New On 25 May 1966, a number of student and teachers at Peking University put up a massive big-character poster at the soon-to-be famous university 'triangle' (sanjiaodi ), a popular gathering place on the campus ( Figure 9 ). Although the text of the poster was prolix and dry, this informal document attacked both the university leadership and members of the municipal party committee that ran Beijing itself, a previously imperious, and impervious, group of high-level bureaucrats. Following Mao's intervention the text of the poster was broadcast to the nation and then published in the press on 1 July, just as the capital's media (press and radio) apparatuses were being taken over by supporters of
Mao's own ideological line in what was known as the Great Proletarian Cultural
Revolution. Enraged by municipal and school leaders who had attempted to direct and dampen the movement to put ideological training at the forefront of education, the authors of the Peking University poster were particularly incensed by repeated admonishments from their local party leaders that the political situation did not warrant the use of posters or mass agitation. 'Mini-posters' (xiaozi bao ) generated by group discussion and displayed discretely in classrooms or dormitory corridors were, however, deemed permissible. However, the broadcasting of the Peking University poster ordered by Mao sanctioned public criticisms of school authorities and inspired young people to write their own posters airing grievances about university governance, the direction of educational policy and even the fate of China's revolution.
The style of the 25 May Peking University poster was widely emulated. The authors employed a militant style of language popularized by the Communist Party in the war.
They used it to provide their readers with pejorative quotations of their enemies; they posed rhetorical questions and offered their own answers; they enumerated a phrase-byphrase rejection and ridiculing of their enemies' arguments-and it was all expressed in a At the time, the pro-Mao party media carried the following message about the new streetside form of written protest:
Big-character posters are a powerful weapon of these young fighters to attack those in authority who are openly or covertly taking the capitalist road, as well as all ghosts and monsters. Like sharp swords and daggers, these big-character posters pierce the enemy's vulnerable points, wound the enemy where it hurts, strengthen the resolve of revolutionaries and destroy the enemy's prestige. This is why they are warmly welcomed by the revolutionary masses, who hasten to copy them down and spread them. (Chinese Literature 1966: 42-43) The rise of the Red Guards
The revolutionary agitation sanctioned by Mao was by no means restricted to university campuses. Over the spring and summer months of 1966, a small group of secondary school students at elite institutions in the university district of Beijing also gathered to discuss politics and the significance of the charged political atmosphere. Because of their family circumstances-among their number were the children of party leaders-some of them had access to classified government materials or were privy to the rumour-mill of gossip that circulated among high-level cadres. As vague cultural attacks on bourgeois thinking and political incorrectness became more focussed in the Shanghai media-as yet
Beijing was only reprinting some of the cultural broadsides that Mao had his supporters publish in Shanghai-these young people felt emboldened to criticize their own school leaders and teachers.
They believed that the dangerous bourgeois and anti-party sentiments being exposed in the media were also evident in their schools. They felt that their formerly respected school leaders were in fact part of a vast conspiracy within the party hell-bent on sidelining the revolution in favour of capitalist policies that would betray China's socialist destiny. The criticisms they made of their high-school teachers and local party leaders took the form of mini-posters, short incendiary essays that were pasted on class or school noticeboards.
During May 1966 the students at one particular institution, Tsinghua University Attached Middle School, debated the direction of China's revolution among themselves; they decided that it was time to voice their concerns collectively. They chose for their ad hoc group a name that one of their fellows had been using to sign his mini-posters. That student, Zhang Chengzhi, simply referred to himself as a 'Red Guard' (hong weishi , this was subsequently changed to hong weibing , since it was felt that the word 'shi'
, which also means 'literary scholar,' was tainted by its feudal associations).
On 27 May, the classmates gathered at a favourite spot: the isolated ruins of the marble, Luo wrote in the final paragraph of the first of his three essays on justified rebellion against the status quo that:
Revolutionaries are Monkey Kings, their golden rods are powerful, their supernatural powers farreaching and their magic omnipotent, for they possess Mao Zedong's great invincible thought. We wield our golden rods, display our supernatural powers and use our magic to turn the old world upside down, smash it to pieces, pulverize it, create chaos and make a tremendous mess, the bigger the better! Today we must rebel against Tsinghua Middle School, rebel in the extreme, rebel to the end. We must create great revolutionary uproar in heaven and kill our way to a new proletarian world! Here Luo's language took a cue from a poem written by Mao Zedong in reply to a verse by the pro-party littérateur Guo Moruo in 1961:
A thunderstorm burst over the earth, So a devil rose from a heap of white bones. The deluded monk was not beyond the light, But the malignant demon must wreak havoc. The Golden Monkey wrathfully swung his massive cudgel, And the jade-like firmament was cleared of dust.
Today, a miasmal mist once more rising, We hail Sun Wukong, the wonder-worker. Comrades, please read them again. But in the last fifty days or so some leading comrades from the central down to the local levels have acted in a diametrically opposite way. Adopting the reactionary stand of the bourgeoisie, they have enforced a bourgeois dictatorship and struck down the surging movement of the great Cultural Revolution of the proletariat. They have stood facts on their head and juggled black and white, encircled and suppressed revolutionaries, stifled opinions differing from their own, imposed a white terror, and felt very pleased with themselves. They have puffed up the arrogance of the bourgeoisie and deflated the morale of the proletariat. How poisonous! Viewed in connection with the Right deviation in 1962 and the wrong tendency of 1964, which was 'Left' in form but Right in essence, shouldn't this make one wake up?
' ' (Mao 1967) Here Mao spoke of 'leading comrades' having enforced a 'bourgeois dictatorship' on the city's universities by clamping down on calls for a further ideological revolution in education. Mao thus created a series of stark binary opposites after which he proceeded to employ historical analogy that he capped off with a pointed, somewhat sardonic, dismissal of his opponents. He said of those who had attempted to quell the student rebellion in the universities: 'They have stood facts on their head and juggled black and white, encircled and suppressed revolutionaries, stifled opinions differing from their own, imposed a white terror, and felt very pleased with themselves.' He used imagery that invoked the period of the 1920s and 1930s when, following the split between the Nationalist and Communists, a 'white terror' launched by the Nationalists saw the detention and execution of numerous revolutionaries.
Composed in a tone that commingled intimacy with admonition, Mao Zedong's 'bigcharacter poster' appears to be a letter of support for the students of Peking University, and the Red Guards whom they had inspired. In reality, the 'poster' was an internally circulated declaration of war on a shadowy clique that Mao assumed lurked at the heart of the Communist Party, one that he felt was threatening the very course of the Chinese revolution.
Painting the world red
The text of Mao's 'poster,' as well as the 'image' associated with the text achieved an iconic status overnight. Since big-character posters-an agitprop art form that had been turned into a powerful political tool for non-official communication-had achieved a new prominence in the proceeding months, people readily imagined that a text issued by the ultimate revolutionary authority in the country dubbed a big-character poster must have actually been written with a calligraphic brush on paper and pasted up on a wall ( Figure   12 ). And although the mass dissemination of the text played a strategic role in placing
Mao on the side of rebellious students and teachers who had been putting up posters on campuses in the capital from May that year (and often suffering from punishments meted out by strict party leaders in their schools and the work teams sent to direct the unfolding revolution in education that initially was at the heart of the Cultural Revolution), in reality unlike those posters Mao's phantom poster was not written with a brush dipped in ink; it was never posted on the walls of the party compound of Zhongnan Hai, as many had assumed; nor indeed was it ever made into a real poster. Nevertheless, 'Bombard the We must be resolute and ruthless in our efforts to exterminate the capitalists within the party; we must prevent a reoccurrence of the tragedy that took place twenty-two years ago [with the initiation of market-oriented reforms]; We must carry through the present reforms and re-establish centralized party leadership;
We must wipe out the corrupt bourgeois Western influences that prevail in all spheres of ideology; the proletariat must occupy all fronts; We must freeze wages and stress ideological revolution; we must limit or eliminate altogether bourgeois legal rights, and destroy the existing polarization of poverty and wealth. We must get rid of foreign capital; we must impose strict controls on relations with foreign countries and conduct a revolutionary diplomatic policy based on self-reliance; We must strengthen the public security system and enforce the dictatorship of the proletariat rigorously, in order to limit the activities of the bourgeoisie in every sphere. (Su Ming 1979: 137-148) In speculative retrospect, such a refrain will be eerily familiar to readers of Utopia, the 
Character assassination
Of course, the counter-revolution that Su Ming had spoken of never occurred, at least not in the way that he had imagined. Chinese reality has outwitted even the canniest prognosticators: the country has maintained a one-party state as well as the Mao-era panoply of revolutionary language and symbolism while pursuing a radical form of party- contained strong visual and symbolic elements, they turned the written word, the text itself, into the basis for their artistic experimentation. They attempted thereby both to lambast and to challenge the world of words, the plethora of propaganda and the empire of signs that had bedevilled so many writers and thinkers in China's twentieth century.
Artists turned the written and printed word into a palette for their own cultural recreations. They did so through an interrogation of and assault on the Chinese character itself. Many of these efforts and investigations into the written, the spoken and the visual focussed on the ideas of wei (the false, non-legitimate, fake, imitation, corrupt, madeup, invented) as opposed to zhen (the true, correct, accurate, appropriate, real). In the 1980s, some artists pursued their investigation through meticulous artisanship, as was the case in Beijing of Xu Bing, famous for creating with a group of wood-block carvers his 'Book from the Sky' (Tianshu ) (Figure 18 , above).
Others pursued the subject in Hangzhou, one of the alternate centres of artistic production near Shanghai. A prominent early figure in this latter group was Gu Wenda whose work 'Displacement' (Cuowei ) and his continued assault on Chinese characters garnered him early fame (Figure 19 ). Then there were such non-academy trained creators as Manchu-Chinese Guan Wei, whose work has been familiar to Australian audiences since the early 1990s. As early as the mid-1980s, Guan used his art to tussle with the nonsense of Chinese literary clichés in the context of acupuncture and anomie (Guan Wei 1988: 387ff) (Figure 20 ). 
Grass-mud horses
The events of 1989, a year during which a mass protest movement from April to The Grass-mud Horse-a creature with the appearance of an Alpaca-was said to roam the Mahler Gobi Desert (malege bi -that is, 'curse your mother's cunt') and its existence was supposed to be endangered by ravenous River Crabs (hexie ), creatures whose name is a pun on the word 'harmonize' (hexie ), a term that in Chinese Internet parlance means to censor or delete unacceptable online content. Both horses and crabs were said to compete for the precious fodder known as wo cao (fuck me!). That same year the dissenting artist and blogger Ai Weiwei offered his view of the significance of the Grass-mud Horse:
Sixty years have passed and we still haven't seen a vote, there is no universal education, no health insurance, no free press, no freedom of speech, no freedom of information, no freedom to relocate, no independent judiciary, there are no public watchdogs, no independent labor unions, no national army, no constitutional protections, and all that's left is a Grass Mud Horse. (Lee 2011: 232-33) Following prominently, as well as being the theme of a ditty that Ai sings to his iPad during the film's closing sequence (Klayman 2012) .
This essay has argued that the tussle with the written word has been a feature of artistic endeavour, creation, deconstruction and contestation since the late-Qing era in the nineteenth century. Throughout the twentieth and into the twenty-first centuries many artists, writers and thinkers have grappled with the allure and power of the 'box-shaped character' (fangkuaizi ). They have regarded it as crystallising and expressing the contradictory legacies and burdens of tradition. Manipulation of the character continues in official and non-official cultural pursuits and, in some cases, it explodes its bindings in a shower of expletives, as in the case of the foul-mouthed and artful wordsmith Ai Weiwei.
In these simple slogans of disgust, contempt and rejection the word-wars of the past are summed up with crude simplicity. In three Chinese words the loathing for politics, the market and marketable protest finds its most succinct expression. A large history is, with this succinct malediction, writ small.
* * *
In concluding her comments on The Mad Box exhibition at the Art Gallery of New South Wales, with which I began this essay, Elizabeth Farrelly made the following observation about the vacuity of contemporary artistic pursuit:
This is no longer art as satire, social indictment or revelation. It's a smokescreen for a self-serving, intellectually vacant and morally abdicant curatariat.
It's not that we don't have issues. Imagine what Beckmann and Dix could do with Europe selfimmolating over money and race. With bank bailouts as houses and jobs go down the toilet. With children overboard. Now, as Roth noted in 1933, 'the European mind is capitulating … out of weakness … sloth … apathy … lack of imagination.' We, however, preferring an optimism blinder than any of Dix's warwounded, daren't look. So our art no longer serves truth but bullshit.
